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Jesus and the Status of Women-1

Jesus Championed
Women's Rights
Unlike many of His contemporaries,
Jesus treated women
with honor and dignity.

By WALTER F. SPECHT

IN RECENT YEARS more than one author has described Jesus as a champion of women.' Is such a designation justified by Christ's words and acts as preserved
in the four Gospels?
A casual examination of the tradition as presented in
the Gospels does not indicate that He was a revolutionary, vocally contending for the rights of women. If
He was indeed a champion of women, in what sense was
He such, and how did He contend for womanhood? In
evaluating the evidence one must carefully consider the
Jewish environment in which Jesus lived, taught, and
worked.
In the Judaism of Jesus' day women were not generally
regarded as equal to men. The rabbinical writings more
than once record a prayer 2 that, with some modification,
is still found in the Jewish Daily Prayer Book. In its
modern form it reads:
Blessed art thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the universe,
who hast not made me a heathen.
Blessed art thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the universe,
who hast not made me a bondman.
Blessed art thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the universe,
who hast not made me a woman.3
For the last sentence women now substitute:
Blessed art thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the universe,
who hast made me according to thy will.
The Jewish document Pirke Aboth, or Sayings of the
Fathers (a collection of ethical and religious maxims of
Jewish teachers who lived between the third century,
.c., and the third century, A.D.), records that:
"Jose ben Johanan of Jerusalem said: . . . talk not
much with a woman. He said it in the case of his own
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wife, much more in the case of his companion's wife.
Hence the Wise have said: Everyone that talketh much
with a woman causes evil to himself, and desists from
the words of Torah, and his end is he inherits
Gehinnom." 4
In his commentary on this passage, R. Trevor Herford
remarks:
"The ground of the maxim is explained to be that if
a man talks much with a woman his thoughts will be
turned away from words of Torah to things of no importance. But he may talk with her on the necessary affairs
of the household and upon serious subjects. The maxim
belongs to an ethic which modern thought has outgrown,
as it takes for granted the inferiority of the woman to the
man. Upon these lines the relation between the sexes
never attains to perfect companionship; and is the more
exposed to degradation, in so far as the woman is looked
down upon as foolish or shunned as a source of temptation." 5
Among other rabbinical dictums that denigrate women
or treat them as inferiors, two may be cited:6
"Happy is he whose children are males, and woe to
him whose children are females." '
"Ten gabs of empty-headedness have come upon
the world, nine having been received by women, and one
by the rest of the world." 8
Into such a social environment Jesus was born and
lived. Yet He never looked down on women or spoke of
them as inferior. Alicia Craig Faxon has pointed out:
"In all four Gospels, Jesus is never reported as acting
or speaking to women in a derogatory fashion. He always
treated them as equals, individuals, and persons." 9
Illustrations From Women's Experiences

Although numerous rabbinical parables have been
preserved, women seldom appear in them. When a
woman does appear she is most often presented in a bad
light, unless she is a well-known person, such as a king's
daughter.1° It is significant, therefore, that Jesus often
spoke of women in His teaching ministry. And in His
sayings and parabolic teachings He drew illustrations
from the life and problems of women that clearly indicate
His sympathetic understanding of them.
He compared the kingdom of God in its present
mystery form to a woman's placing leaven in three measures of meal (Matt. 13:33; Luke 13:20f.). He likened
God's initiative in seeking the lost to a woman diligently
searching her house for a lost silver drachma, which was
probably part of her marriage dowry (Luke 15:8-10). He
illustrated what it means to be ready for the Second
Advent by the parable of the Ten Virgins (Matt. 25:113). He drove home the necessity for prevailing prayer in
His account of the persistent widow pleading for justice
from an unscrupulous judge (Luke 18:1-8). He also
warned His followers against attachment to the world
by the example of Lot's wife (Luke 17:32; cf. Gen. 19:26).
He commended a poor widow who dropped two tiny
copper coins in the treasury: "Truly, I say to you, this
poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For they all contributed out of
their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in
everything she had, her whole living" (Mark 12:43, 44,
R.S.V.). The conundrum regarding whose wife a woman
would be in the resurrection who had had seven husR&H, AUGUST 19, 1976 (879) 7

bands did not come from Jesus, but from the Sadducees,
who tried to make the doctrine of the resurrection appear
ridiculous. But in dealing with it He revealed profound
truths regarding the life to come (Matt. 22:23-33; Mark
12:18-27; Luke 20:27-30). In the parable of the two sons
our Lord made the startling statement that publicans and
harlots would enter God's kingdom ahead of the chief
priests and the elders of the people (Matt. 21:28-32).
Jesus also drew a lesson from the story of the queen
of the South (i.e., of Sheba), who visited Solomon in Old
Testament times (Matt. 12:41, 42; Luke 11:31, 32). In
His first recorded sermon in the synagogue at Nazareth
He spoke of the widow of Zarephath who ministered to
Elijah, as an example of a Gentile who was blessed by a
prophet of God (Luke 4:25, 26).
Looking to judgment day, Jesus declared, "There
will be two women grinding together; one will be taken
and the other left" (Matt. 24:41; Luke 17:35, R.S.V.).
John records that Jesus declared that in a little while they
would be separated from Him, and then in a short time
they would see Him: "You will be sorrowful, but your
sorrow will turn into joy. When a woman is in travail she

has sorrow, because her hour has come; but when she is
delivered of the child she no longer remembers the
anguish, for joy that a child is born into the world"
(John 16:20-22).
Clearly, women had a prominent place in Jesus' teaching, as well as in His service. It is to be noted that the
Gospel of Luke more than any of the others emphasizes
Jesus' teaching about, and relation to, women. It has
sometimes been designated as the Gospel of womanhood. All told, some 13 women who are not mentioned
in the other Gospels are mentioned in Luke.
The outstanding aspect of life where Jesus took issue
with the social laxness of His time was in the area of marriage and divorce. He set forth a high ideal of marriage
and condemned the easily obtained divorces in the
Jewish society of His day. When He was in the transJordan territory of Perea and on His final approach to
Jerusalem, He was confronted by some Pharisees who
sought to entrap Him with the question "Is it lawful for
a man to divorce his wife?" (Mark 10:2, R.S.V.). Note
that they did not ask, "Is it lawful for a woman to divorce her husband?" They were thinking only of the
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Domie's Adventures-5

Domie Becomes Homesick
By Dominador U. Gonzales
As told to
ELLA RUTH ELKINS

was doing, and how homesick he had become. Then
he mailed the letter.
It seemed like a long week
before a letter came in reply.
And when it came Domie

(Last week: Domie crept into his
mother's room and discovered that she was
praying for his conversion. And worse
yet, that he would become a minister
someday! What a horrible prospect! He
decided to run away from home to make
sure those prayers would not be answered.)

DOMIE AND his two
companions joked with one
another as they rode the bus
on their journey away from
home. When they arrived at
the school, Domie felt very
big and important as he enrolled in the government
boarding school. This would
be a great life, where he
could do as he pleased, he
mused.
As the days rolled by into
weeks all went well. But
during the sixth week Domie
became homesick! He had
not written or sent word to
his mother to let her know
where he was. But now, because of his great homesickness, he took up a pen and
some paper and wrote his
mother a long letter, telling
her where he was, what he
8 (880)
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Domie didn't realize when he
ran away from home that within
six weeks he would be so homesick he would write to mother.

couldn't seem to tear it open
fast enough. He chuckled
half aloud at a few "nonsense" words. But they
were good to see. Then his
face sobered at these
words: "Son, I realize that
you feel as homesick for us
as we feel for you. I don't
advise you to quit your
schooling. But here's what
we can do under the circumstances. Why don't you get
up at midnight and try kneeling in prayer. I want to assure
you that at that same moment your mother will be on
her knees praying for you.
Now, as you do this, you will
have that feeling of getting
closer to us somehow."
Well, thought Domie.
That's something! Me praying at midnight, when it was
mother's midnight prayers
that drove me away from
home! I'll have to think this
one through.
All day and far into the
night Domie read and reread his mother's letter and
thought about the midnight
prayer. All the while he
argued with himself whether
to do it. What should he do?
If he did, would the boys in
the long sleeping room of
the dormitory in which he
slept see him? What would
they say? Finally, at midnight he forced himself to

get up. "If this is the way of
getting near to mother's
side, then I will try." He
glanced around, and all the
boys seemed to be fast
asleep. He slid down and
knelt as he had seen his
mother do.
"Now what do I say?" he
wondered. This was the
first time in all his life he had
ever knelt in prayer. What
does one say to Someone
he's never spoken to before?
Well, here goes: "Dear God,
I'm homesick. I want to
come close to my mother's
side. That's all."
Domie sprang back into
bed. A feeling of freedom
from care overwhelmed him,
and he slept well.
The following day at dinner when the pork was
served Domie took some as
usual. He took a big mouthful, but somehow it didn't
taste good to him, and he
spat it out. The rest of the
portion on his plate he threw
into the garbage can. The
next day was the same. His
friends noticed this and
said, "Domie, let's have a
deal. We'll give you all our
soup and vegetables in exchange for your pork." The
deal was made. For some
reason unknown to Domie,
he had lost all desire for
pork.
To be continued

rights of a man, and gave no consideration to the rights of
a woman. In Judaism it was well-nigh impossible for a
woman to divorce her husband, though desertion was
possible.
In His reply our Lord asked, "What did Moses command you?" (verse 3). Jesus evidently intended to direct
their attention to the original institution of marriage as
given in Genesis 1:27 and 2:24. But instead the Pharisees
referred to the passage in Deuteronomy 24:1-4 concerning the status of a divorced woman in relation to her
former husband.11 "Moses," they said, "allowed a man
to write a certificate of divorce, and to put her away"
(Mark 10:4, R.S.V.).
The intention of the Mosaic provision was to protect a
wife from hasty and unjust treatment. In the Semitic
world it was an easy matter for a man to divorce his
wife; he simply ordered her out of the house.12 The
Deuteronomic code allowed for divorce on condition that
her husband "found some indecency in her." But a
legal procedure required the husband to present his wife
with a certificate of divorce, which would allow her to
remarry. This legal requirement was never intended to
sanction easy divorce, or even to sanction divorce at
all;13 it was designed to protect a wife from a capricious
husband.14
In the days of Jesus there was a dispute between the disciples of Shammai and the disciples of Hillel (the heads
of two prominent rabbinical schools) regarding the meaning of the phrase in Deuteronomy translated "some indecency" (R. S. V.) , or "something shameful" (A. S .V.) .
Both of these famous teachers accepted divorce but
differed concerning the grounds on which a divorce could
lawfully be granted.16 The school of Shammai interpreted
"some indecency" as something morally shameful, such
as adultery, or a failure to observe Jewish laws about
wifely conduct.16 The school of Hillel took a much more
liberal position, allowing for divorce on the most trivial
grounds-anything that might give the husband displeasure, such as burning food or putting too much salt in the
soup .17
According to Matthew's Gospel the Pharisees asked
Jesus, "Is it lawful to divorce one's wife for any cause?"
(Matt. 19:3). The question may have been designed to
force Jesus to take a position with one or the other of the
rival schools .18
Behind the question was an attempt to trap Jesus
(Matt. 19:3; Mark 10:2). John the Baptist had been executed for denouncing the conduct of Herod Antipas and
Herodias. Jesus was in Perea, which was part of Antipas'
jurisdiction. Perhaps Jesus could be led to say something
that would cause the tetrarch to seize Him, as well.
But in His reply Jesus sought to elevate the concept
of marriage by pointing to its origin (cf. the Creation account in Genesis). The provision in Deuteronomy was a
concession to man's "hardness of heart." 19 But God's
ideal for marriage is revealed in the original state in Paradise. That original plan called fora lifelong union. "A man
shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife,
and the two shall become one" (Mark 10:7f.). This
hen6sis (or oneness) includes more than a sexual union.
("Joined may well be used in the figurative sense, meaning "adhere closely to," or "be faithfully devoted to. ,,) 20
It is a union that has the sanction of God Himself, and is
therefore sacred and inviolable. Hence Jesus added the

Women had a prominent place in Jesus' teaching. Among them was the
widow at the Temple, whom He commended because she gave all she had.

warning: "What therefore God hath joined together,
let no man put asunder" (verse 9). This was Jesus' concept
of the ideal in marriage. Divorce was not in God's plan.21
In dealing with the Pharisees' question our Lord placed
the wife on a status of equality with her husband. He did
not recognize a double standard of sexual morality. The
husband, no less than the wife, was required to maintain
fidelity to the marriage partner.
But even more important than what he said about
women, or about marriage and divorce, are the accounts
of how Jesus related to women. In this respect His position might have been called revolutionary. A contemporary theologian puts it this way:
"In this relationship his life style was so remarkable that
one can only call it astonishing. He treated women as
fully human, equal to men in every respect; no word of
depreciation about women, as such, is ever found on his
lips. As the Savior who identified with the oppressed and
disinherited, he talked to women and about women with
❑
complete freedom and candor." 22
To be continued
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